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XXXIV. A Letter from Richard Pulteney, 
M. D. F. R. S. to William Watfon, 
M. D. F. R. S. concerning the medicinal 
FffeEls of a poifonous Plant exhibited infead 
of the Water Parfnep . 


Dear Sir, 

Read July 9, pO.ME circumftances having lately 

1772, come to my knowledge, relating to 

the effedls of a poifonous plant, I thought then* 
rather too remarkable not to merit further notice 
and,, I addrefs them to you with the more propriety, 
as you have already laid before the publick fome ob- 
fervations * concerning the deleterious qualities of 
the plant in queftion, which holds a diftinguifhedi 
place among the poifonous ones that are indigenous- 
in Britain. 

Mr. H-n, an attorney of this place, now up¬ 

wards of forty, at the age of fifteen, began to be: 
affedled (after taking cold upon violent exercife, as 
he thinks) with what is ufually called a. fcorbutick, 
diforder; which .fhewed itfelf more particularly on 
the outfides of his arms, about the elbows, and on 

* See.PhUofophical Tranfa&ions, Vol. XLIV. p, 227. and 
Vol. L. p, 856. 
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the outfides of his legs, from the knees to the ancles, 
as well as in blotches upon other parts of his body. 
It had the appearance of a dry-branny fcab or fcurf, 
which every night fell off, more or lefs, in fcales,. as 
is ufual in leprous cafes. At times it pufhed opt 
more than ufual, and thickened the integuments of 
the limbs confiderabiy, after which the reparation of 
fcales would become very abundant. 

For feveral years pad he had been trying a variety 
of things commonly recommended in fuch cafes, 
particularly the quack medicine known by the name 
of Maredant’s Drops, which he continued for near 
a twelvemonth, without finding the lead fenfible re¬ 
lief : alfo an eledluary of Flos fulphuris and Cremor 
tartari, which he had perfevered in for near three 
years, without finding any other alteration, than 
that of its preventing codivenefs, to which he was 
habitually fubjeft. 

In the winter 1770, this diforder increafed upon 
him very rapidly, without being able to affign any 
reafon, from any accident that had happened to him, 
or from any irregularity of his own in point of regi¬ 
men, in which he was always very exaft. At this 
time, befides the farther fpreading of the eruption 
itfelf, the integuments of the legs thickened very 
much, and the limbs fwelled to fuch a degree, as 
to render him unable to walk. The quantity of 
branny fcurf and fcales thrown off, at this time, was 
very great > he fays “ handfuls might have been 
taken out of his bed every morning.” 

In this unhappy fituation, even loathfbme to him- 
feIf, it was recommended to him to take the juice of 
water parfnep, in the quantity of one common table- 

fpoonful 
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fpoonful every morning, farting, mixed with two 
fpoonfuls of white mountain wine. 

Accordingly, about the middle of January 1771, 
he procured a half-pint phial of what was fo called, 
by means of the perfon who had recommended it, 
and who had affured him that he had been greatly 
relieved, in a fimilar diforder, by it. 

The firft fpoonful he took did not begin to give 
any great uneafinefs for two hours, but after that 
time, his head began to be affedted in a very extra¬ 
ordinary manner; a violent ficknefs foon fucceeded, 
and violent vomiting ; and, after he was put to bed, 
there came on cold fweats, and a very ftrong and 
long-continued rigor, fo that the people about him 
thought him dying for fome time j but, in a few 
hours, all thefe fymptoms wore off. 

Such, however, had been the inveteracy of his 
diforder, and fo ftrong his defire to find relief, that 
he determined not to defift; and, after having 
omitted his medicine for one day, he repeated it, in 
nearly the fame dofe, and with fimilar effects as 
to ficknefs and vomiting, though the uncommon fen- 
fation in his head, and the fucceeding rigor, were 
by no means fo violent. He had refolution enough 
to continue this dofe every other morning, for more 
than a fortnight, and then reduced it to three tea- 
fpoonfulls which was juft the half of the firft dofe. 

Before he had taken this juice one month, he 
was fenfible of a very great change for the better j 
encouraged, therefore, by thefe appearances he per- 
fevered in its ufe until the middle of April, by 
which time his fkin, though not quite cleared, yet 
had ceafed to throw off any more fcurf, was be¬ 
come 
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come foft, clean, and well conditioned, and, as -he 
has repeatedly allured me, he got then into a much 
better conditioned Hate, then he had experienced for 
many years before. 

From firit to laft, this juice never purged him ; 
though he fays, even in its reduced dofe, it never failed 
to occafion a dizzinefs of the head, a naufea, and 
licknefs, which were not infrequently fucceeded by 
a vomiting, that always inftantly relieved his head. 
From the middle of April to the middle of June, 
he defiiled from the ufe of the juice, but, in its ftead, 
drank every morning for breakfaft, the infufion of 
the leaves of the fame plant, which, he fays, is 
like common bohea tea. The infufion feldom oc~ 
cafioned naufea, or licknefs, but always brought on a 
fmall degree of vertigo, and in a flight manner pro¬ 
duced the effedts of intoxication from liquor. 

In June he went to Harrowgate, as he had de- 
figned in the fummer before. Upon firft drinking 
and bathing there, he thought himfelf worfe; and 
his eruptions, having gradually increafed during the 
two months that he ftaid in that place, he was 
convinced that thole waters were of no real fervice to 
him. On his coming home, he returned to the ufe 
of the infufion, and he allures me, that he again 
found, even by that weak preparation, a very fpeedy 
alteration for the better. From that time, -he con¬ 
tinued it ever fince, until his flock of the herb was 
exhaufted ; his flcin is now Co very little affeded, that 
he has but here and there, upon his arms and legs, a 
very fmall appearance of his diforder. 

Upon queltioning him relating to the fenfible 
qualities of this medicine, he fays again, that he 

part - 
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particularly remembers that it never once purged 
him; not even the firfl dofe, which had fo nearly 
poifoned him. He does not think that it increafed 
the fenfible perfpiration, but is convinced that it was 
diuretick; and adds, that he thinks it occafioned, 
befides the increafed flow of urine, a copious fedi- 
ment in it, and which he believes was always want¬ 
ing before. 

This is the plain, narrative of the fait. He has 
allured me that no medicine or regimen, among the 
great variety that he has tried, ever had any fenfi¬ 
ble eflfed: upon his diforder before ; and that nothing 
but the very early and fenfible relief he experienced 
from this juice, could have induced him to perfevere 
in its ufe, under fuch uneafy feelings, as it never 
failed to produce. Indeed, he makes nbthing of 
the lighter effe&s of the infufion, from which, 
however, he thinks, he has likewife reaped no fmall 
benefit. 

This cafe, the nature and inveteracy of his dif¬ 
order, being well known among his neighbours, 
was much talked of, and raifed the curiofity of many 
people. When I firfl: heard of it, and was inform¬ 
ed of the fmallnefs of the dofe, and its virulent 
operation, I could fcarce doubt that the juice of 
fome other plant had been adminiftered inltead of 
that of the water parfnep, which we know to be a 
fafe and harmlefs vegetable ; medical writers having 
direfted its juice to be drunk, even to the quantity of 
four ounces for a dofe : and as I know, the Oenanthe 
irocata, hemlock dropwort, to be exceedingly plen¬ 
tiful in this country, fo much, as to be more eafiiy 
procured than the water parlnep itfelf j I thought it 

Vol. JLXII. P p p probable 
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probable that that plant had been ufed in its ftead. 
Upon getting a fpecimen, it appeared that this had 
been indeed the cafe ; as alfo, upon farther enquiry* 
that it was the juice of the root only,, and not of 
the leaves and ftalks, that had been adminiftered, 1, 
might here obferve, that the expreffion from the 
root is not to be depended upon after the plant is 
advanced towards its flowering ftate, as the root 
then becomes light, fpungy, and alraofl: deftitute of 
jd ice. 

If you judge this cafe not improper to be laid 
before the Royal Society, you will do me the honour 

of prefenting it. Mr. H--n himfelf is fo much 

convinced of the efficacy of the medicine, that he is 
■deArous of its being known to the world. 

I do not enter into apy reafoning on this occur¬ 
rence; I relate it only as a fadt, and defire it may 
have no more weight than every judicious phyfician 
knows is due to a Angle inflance. How far it may 
be proper to give this juice a farther trial, I will 
not take upon me to determine j but muft, as an 
encouragement to any who may chufe to venture 
upon it, inform them, that it has not on all perfons 
fo much power in producing naufea and flcknefs, as 
in the cafe here before us. I am, 

S I R, 

with great efteem. 

Your obliged humble fervant. 


Blandford, 
March 12,1772* 


R. Pulteney. 


P. S. 
7 
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P. S. Mr H- is dcfirous that it fhould be 

known, that he “ tried very fruitleily, 
among other methods, the drinking of 
tar-water and fea-water, of each of 
which, he fays, he did not drink lefs 
than an hogftiead." 


Ppp 2 
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